get translated, I think. But her translations did not seem to me much interested in achieving a style in American that would be distinct from what she and her friends had already written.
Interviewer: She seemed, in a way, interested in his vision, in his social vision.
Justice: Yes, which was a matter of considerable concern. I was inter ested in it, too. But once the poetry of Guillevic had been defined in that way for an American reading public, I felt that a purer interest in the style as style was less to the point.
Interviewer: Since you teach here at The University of Iowa's Writers' Workship, would you care to mention any of those things you might want to warn a young poet against? Or, what advice might you have for a young poet today?
Justice: I really should have ready answers to that question, I'm sure. But I don't. Let me try to account for th a t. . . One of my theories or principles has been, rightly or wrongly, to try to avoid imposing a set of prescrip tions on students. I used to believe in that position strongly, but in the last few years my sense of the rightness of that view has begun to crumble away. So I don't know. If in three or four years I am still teaching, I might start giving very specific warnings, very explicit advice. I've always wanted to try to deal with the work they were already doing, try to see what the potential power and direction of that work was and try to strengthen it in its own way or push it along its own path. That's merely an ideal. I've never been able to succeed in doing that, but that at least has been my theory of teaching young writers. As I say, I've begun to despair of that position lately, and I don't know quite where I stand now on this.
Clearly there are certain easy things one can say: Don't overwrite, for instance. Or practical advice like: Do consider revising. Simple things like that. Which some students-I mean some people-are unprepared to hear, or to act on. Another thing that has begun to bother me and which I would like to warn people off, if I believed it was right to generalize, would be simply: Don't write like those others. I mean: Don't write like everyone else here. Also: Don't write like those poets whom everybody is agreed upon to admire. More and more I think of such exemplars as Pound-not that I like everything he wrote-but one of the things he did, and with the courage of the young and self-confident, was to go out and piece together a new culture for himself. That was a good part of his originality, I think. Now I seem to observe among the people here, including the best young writers, that somehow by the time they arrive here as graduate students, even though they come from various parts of the country, they all know who the six good poets are in the country. Usually, of course, these six don't happen to be the six I think are good. But there seems to be a common consent, and they all wish, apparently, to write like these half-dozen. I think that is a mistake, I really do. But what is one to do? Play the dictator? I know I'm tired of hearing the prescrip tions others so willingly and, indeed, loudly offer. So I'm not sure yet that it would be right to say: Don't write like X; Don't write like Y. For one thing, actually to write like X, even though X might be a terrible poet, might work out well for . . . for Z. I just don't think there is any knowing about these things. I do like to say, over and over in class: Try to be clear. But such matters are more like universal, historical principles . . .
Interviewer: Do you foresee yourself in the next few years writing, as you have been lately, in more traditional forms? I am thinking, for example, of your poem "A Childhood," which used a relaxed blank verse, or of "First D eath,"-a poem in rhymed octosyllabic couplets. "I think I will write more formal verse, or continue to write somewhat more formal verse, by and large."
Justice: Yes, I think I will write more formal verse, or continue to write somewhat more formal verse, by and large. It is more difficult and more challenging for me. I would like the art not to be lost, either by me personally or by the world at large. A student said to me the other day, "But nobody writes that kind of stuff anymore." Many people must think that. Therefore it becomes a metter of honor to try it. To do so is in its way . . . well, rebellion is too strong a term . . . but a pulling against the tide.
Interviewer: Which might be fun.
Justice:
Yes. Part of the pleasure of writing in a traditional meter is the kind of simple pleasure you get in solving problems. You set yourself a problem, and you solve it. Writing almost always has something of that in it but in this way a part of your brain can become involved with an almost irrelevant problem while the rest of it is occupied with what7s generally conceded to be important-without over-concentration or hysteria.
Interviewer: Or confronting something head-on, and therefore, maybe, making it impossible.
Justice: Yes, right.
Interviewer: You know, a kind of sixties' notion about surrealism seemed to suggest that one could just simply plunge in, and face the unconscious.
Well, it's worth a try, but you don't always come up with trea sures.
"And I myself feel now, looking back, the loss of an intelligent, perceptive, powerful criticism accompanying the production of new work. "
Interviewer: It seemed to me, as a poet growing up in the 1960's that it was a decade relatively free of any kind of criticism of contemporary poetry, and in fact I really didn't feel that it had much place then, or perhaps that it didn't want much place in talking about contemporary poetry, and certainly the poets didn't seem to want any advice, at that point. Now, it seems to me that things have shifted in a way that I certainly couldn't have foreseen, say, in 1969, and the critic has become important again. I don't want to mention names, but it seems impossible to exclude the name of Harold Bloom from the resurrection of that kind of . . .
There is a joke abroad about his tastes in contemporary work: someday he'll get beyond the A's.
Interviewer: Yes, I've heard that one. And since Ammons and Ashbery are two of his favorite living poets . . .
Well, but what you say is true. There's no argument about that . . . And I myself feel now, looking back, the loss of an intelligent, perceptive, powerful criticism accompanying the production of new work. The absence wasn't actually felt and experienced during the sixties. In fact, as I remember it, there was some rejoicing over the decline of criticism. But now it can be seen as an absence or loss, just as you say. I'd never thought of it that way until you mentioned it, but as soon as you did, it seemed obvious. The criticism we have now, as far as I can tell, is by no means of the same class as, say, the criticism that was flourishing in the forties, when I began to read and write.
Interviewer: So you would have had, then, say . . . Blackmur?
Justice: Yes, Blackmur is a wonderful example, and Tate, and Ransom, and, for me, Winters. Well, practically anyone who wrote poetry also wrote criticism . . . Jarrell began to; Lowell did very good reviews from time to time. It was just taken as part of the job of the "m an of letters." But it really did change. I guess poets now are writing a little criticism again, but I haven't. . . I must have been reading the wrong journals, because I haven't seen much that is good. In fact, I haven't seen much that has the basic virtue of being exact, or that even wishes to be exact. I've seen a good deal of vague praise, and vague, sometimes sneering criticism of new work . . .
Interviewer:
In the nature of a book review . . .?
Justice:
Yes, but there is a kind of criticism that I have begun to associate with The American Poetry Review which, well . . . it has a style, but the substance I don't understand. And I really don't think that if something is clearly said I would fail to understand it. I have confidence in my own ability to read and understand the language. I can understand the spirit of the piece and sometimes the poems that are being written about or the principles, but I do not understand what is being said about them, at least not in the way I have always understood literary criticism and philosophy . . . and it is not because I think there is a new movement, exactly. Perhaps criticism is in danger of becoming too much an art in itself, detached-or too much a personal or intellectual word-game, as they used to say poetry was, wrongly. In any case, criticism now seems to mean something different.
Interviewer: What might that be? I sense what you're saying there, but it seems to me, at least in the texts I've read, there is a kind of diffuseness that I would never have found in, say, the New Critics. I don't know whether that arose because, in the sixties, the New Critics were being disparaged, and people wanted to find a criticism that was "relevant." Therefore, they would search outside the given field, and come back from a perspective, like Structuralism . . .
I don't know . . . That's a large way of looking at it, and it's probably quite valid. But because of the nature of my university experi ence (I've taught in workshops for years) I make an association, on a much smaller scale, with the kind of criticism one encounters in workshops. A lot of the people who would write for a journal like The American Poetry Review are the graduates or victims of workshops, and though this may have no historical validity at all, it seems to me the kind of pretentious and dogmatic vapidity I find in some peices in such places . . . I also hear it as criticism in workshops and have heard it for years. In a workshop you can sometimes ask the person who is saying such things to stop a moment and reflect, but there is no stopping the flow of critical prose one finds in articles.
Another thing that I find in the criticism you do get now, in fact the very kind of thing workshops sponsor, because of their nature, is a rush to judgment. The opinion is arrived at before the poem is considered, you might say. I remember a famous poet once visiting a meeting of the workshop and looking at the poems on the worksheet and being able to tell instantly that she liked the poems best which had small letters at the beginnings of the lines. It was like a reflex action: before the poem had been read it was possible to make a judgment on it-because certain signs were present. And it seems to me that probably most of us in the poetry "world" now have memorized the signs by which we know, immediately, how we're going to react to the text we haven't yet looked at. I'm sure I've done this at times, but I think it's terrible, and I think that's part of the problem-I know this doesn't amount to a very rational analysis of con temporary criticism, but one note of hope might be that people are getting "The opinion is arrived at before the poem is considered, you might say." involved with criticism again, trying to find things they can actually say about the work they are reading and presumably talking about, and if so that would be an improvement.
Interviewer: Well, I can think of a couple of good examples lately in that large issue of Antaeus (No. 30-31) devoted to poetry and poetics-your remarks on meter, and also an article by Robert Hass which spoke to the problem of form, and which suggested some sort of return to a more traditional mode.
Justice: That's my own inclination, of course. But I would be interested, too-well, maybe this is a contradiction in terms-in responsible experi ment. That isn't quite what I mean. In experiment which was, in itself, quite exciting, new, and, let us say, not too tendentious or theoretical.
Interviewer: Tendentious in terms of experiments that have already gone on, or . . .?
Yes. Or experiments in the service of some ill-defined theory. There is an excitement still in reading . . . to me there is . . . in reading Williams' poems from the early twenties. The poems still seem to me to contain the thrill of discovery, and actually there may be something equally interesting happening now. But I haven't noticed it in magazines or books. I may just not have been lucky enough to come across it. Something like that, what Williams did, took terrific . . . uh . . . in fact, I think that is tradition, too. I would like to include all that in tradition.
Interviewer: One question occurred to me the other day, which might have something to do with what we're talking about, although I guess the experiment wouldn't necessarily be formal-but an experiment in terms "They act as if they believed there was something almost sacred in the name of poet." of subject matter, or content. I was reading a short story by a man named Randall Reid, in an old issue of the New American Review, and . . . not that the story was all that great . . . but it was suddenly clear to me-I was about to go in to teach a workshop, and what seemed clear to me was that the fiction writer could include so many more kinds of experience, and drastically different experiences. In other words, a novelist or short story writer could create a totally immoral narrator, in the first person, which I have not seen done, really, in poetry lately, except in personae poemswhich have taken on a kind of flowering, I guess, although they still seem curiously bound by a well . . . usually by an historical or literary character-and sometimes the poems are astonishingly good. But sud denly I was aware of . . . almost when you start to write a poem, at least if you use an " I " voice, you respond, or I feel that I sometimes respond, to poetry itself. That may be unavoidable.
Justice: Well, yes. There's a whole bundle of opinions about poetry abroad now in the part of our culture that notices poetry at all, and one is that "Poetry is good for you," to put it into the simplest possible terms. And mostly when we sit down to write poetry we're expected to be writing poems that are going to be "good" for us and "good" for other people, too. Some such attitude undoubtedly lies behind the Poetryin-the-Schools program, for instance. Now a novelist doesn't have to think of anything like that, and that's obviously an advantage for the novelist. Butin poetry you're expected to say certain things-for instance, the one I use as an example of this sort of thing-you're expected to say that Nature is good. If you don't, your view is taken to be anti-poetical. Or you're expected to say-this is a little less common, but it's very prevalent-you're expected to say that government is bad. And both of those things may be true, but if you're a poet you're expected to share this sort o f . . . reflex view and that seems to me to put an excessive restriction on the individual personality of the poet. To mention Pound again, although I really do think his politics, so far as I became acquainted with them, were nutty and reprehensible . . . he didn't go along with that sort of Ladies' Club view of poetry. What is astonishing to me is that intelli gent, sophisticated friends of mine who are gifted poets, who write well, seem to me to share, pretty much, a Ladies' Club notion of what poetry is: it's "good for the Soul"-they act as if they believed there were something almost sacred in the name of poet. Maybe there was, in primitive societies . . . but I think that has all been shorn away, for better or for worse, from our calling. I think it's a very honorable calling, but I don't want to make any special claims for it in the world at large. Art is for me virtually the greatest thing in experience, but unless you already know that and believe it, I don't want to sell that view to you; I don't want to make false claims to the wrong people. But look-nowadays the poet is expected to be of a certain type and to hold certain predetermined views-by ex pressing these attitudes, for instance, you can always get approval from an audience at a poetry reading. Well, this is a vague response to what you were saying, but I think it's connected.
Interviewer: I think it is, yes. It struck me once-I was writing an elegy-that there were certain things about an elegy that existed . . . as rules.
Justice: O.K ., conventions. Sometimes, though, conventions are liberat ing, because you don't have to think about the way you're going to resolve a problem. Not everything has to be invented anew at each occasion. But when you've got to do it according to prescription, it rubs you the wrong way.
Interviewer: Well, yes, if only because it feels like a curious kind of pre-censorship.
"It is funny that we don't feel free to be . . . mean in poetry as much as we do, say in criticism Justice: Yes, that's right. One of the reasons I guess I responded to your question this way-you were suggesting that the story presented an amoral point-of-view character and . . . well, we certainly have enough amoral poets running around, but in their poems they often come through as the nicest people you could want to meet, with all the correct poetic attitudes, which is understandable. I mean, anybody can present himself or herself as he or she wishes, but it is funny that we don't feel free to be . . . mean in poetry as much as we do, say, in criticism.
Interviewer: Yes, of course a fiction writer can always absolve himself by saying ."Of course it's not me . . ." But maybe there is a special way in which people who read you as a poet think they're really getting you.
Justice: Actually, I would like to keep that true. When I say " I" in a poem, I would like to be saying what I really do think and believe and have done or seen or experienced. But I would like also to have available to me the possibility of writing a narrative or dramatic poem, in which there would be characters and everybody would know they were characters, or I would be inventing a story, and everyone would know I was inventing a story. One of the curious things that have happened in w h a t. . . the last five, six years particularly, or maybe it goes back further, but I've noticed it in the last years more than ever before, and I think you mentioned this earlier, in speaking of personae poems-the character of the writer and the character or characters in the poems get mixed up somehow, and I can no longer make the historical and conventional distinctions which seem so important to me. This may represent an advance in the art, but in the meantime I'm puzzled . . . I don't quite see it... I mean, in Browning's "The Bishop Orders His Tomb . . ." no one can suppose that's really Browning. Browning has a great interest in the Renaissance and knows a lot about it, and he has a certain attitude toward the worldliness and luxuries the Church indulged in, and so on. Yet you know, clearly and definitely it's not Browning talking, and the poem is the better for that. Now, if some of our poets were to write about a bishop ordering a tomb, you might think: My lord, I hadn't known he was a bishop! You know, there might be a sort of unacknowledged confusion of a poet with narrator, an assumption perhaps by the poet not only of the narrator's voice and personality but of his very history. The poet as incubus! A dissolution of genre, I think has occurred, and it fascinates a lot of young writers, but it also seems to be a way which makes it, well, to be quite frank, awfully easy to write, or at least makes it possible to write interestingly without having done very much or thought very much. I am of about three minds on this score. I don't think I like it; on the other hand, I'm not sure.
Interviewer: I feel that I do like some of it. I mean, when it works it seems to be the Other's experience, or the experience of the persona has meant so much to the poet that he is speaking through it.
Justice: Aren't you surprised at the . . . at how easy it seems to assimilate a great multitude and variety of experience which others have spared us the necessity of acquiring for ourselves, and not only to assimilate but to write about . . . I mean, if you develop, as a lot of people seem to have done during the last few years, a great affection for Chekhov, sa y . . . then you can invent for yourself Chekhovian characters and situations or even borrow passages from things he wrote and treat them as if they were almost your own. But, if you . . . I cannot believe that if you feel that way about Chekhov you could feel that way about a hundred others, too, and master their experience as well simply by turning the pages.
Interviewer: No, I don't think you could do that, or at least it might begin to look . . . suspect.
Donald Justice
"I have had a hard enough time just knowing where I am, and where everybody else is seems to me quite mysterious."
Justice: Maybe you can, actually. . . I don't know, but it just doesn't seem possible to me. Picasso assimilated the experience of generations of other painters. He seemed to have an all-encompassing, an "all-gathering-in" character as an artist. But there aren't many like that. Stravinsky had a similar capacity; nevertheless in his life, even more than in Picasso's, his work could be divided, it did divide, into periods-for a while he was a Neo-Classicist, and did everything you can do in that respect; later he became a serial composer, too, and before either he'd been a primitive, a very sophisticated primitive. But it wasn't as if in 1928, say, he was doing all these things at once, being a Russian folklorist and Pergolesi and Webernite at the same time.
Interviewer: Yes, right. Of course, it could be, too, that the poetry you're talking about here is in part a reaction to an earlier poetry, the poetry of the sixties, that centered itself so often and so solidly on the " I " . People may have felt a need to get away, to get out from under that.
Justice: Oh yes, that's probably true historically. What we may need, in criticism, is a lot of good, careful, exact criticism for a few years until things get shaken and sorted out and settled down again and we know where we are. So that we can go on from there, and take off again. I really don't know where we are at the moment. I have a hard enough time just knowing where I am, and where everybody else is seems to me quite mysterious. Ten years ago, I could have generalized more easily. It may be interesting not to know, but I wish somebody would tell me where everything belongs. Interviewer: And beyond that, even in his earliest essays, he was so eloquent that he was kind of irresistible. Another question: Does the environment of a workshop, say, especially this one, in Iowa City, which is the oldest, and most respected, and one which is often considered the b e s t . . .
Justice: Probably the most often attacked, too. (Laughter)
Interviewer: And the most often attacked . . .
Justice:
Well, all of these perhaps with some reason. Justice: That's a funny remark. Well, I remember the first time I was ever asked that question, and my answer was "Dick Stem " (Laughter) who was my best and truest reader back then-that was quite a while ago. It's harder to answer, now, but . . . well . . . almost always it would be for Milton's "fit audience but few." Though you naturally hope that others would read some of what you write with understanding and pleasure. I think that, first of all, I write for myself. I know that's an obvious answer, but I'm the first person who sees the work, and the first person who is either satisfied or bothered by it. Then, as I have got older, I have seen that I would like to be writing also for the future . . . because I have observed how great is the time lag between the writing of a piece and the time when other people have a chance to see it. By the time that happens, it already seems old to me. You must have had the same feeling, and we just have to get used to that if we can. Someone will say to me that he just saw such and such a poem of mine and liked it. Fine-but someone said that to me a couple of weeks ago, and I remembered I had written the poem in 1954.1 "I think that, first of all, I write for myself."
had to be pleased that the poem had lasted twenty-five years, but I would rather for my reader to have seen a poem I had just written, and felt the same way about that. There are at least those two ways of looking at it. It's good to know that something has hung on for a little while, but it would also be good to get a more immediate response. That's almost impossible, except with, say, Berryman's fifteen friends, and, possibly, their wives, which is perhaps why one must end up writing for them. Well, even the good literary magazines . . . not very many people see them . . .
Interviewer: True.
Justice: For better, or worse. (Laughter) And, even when they do, it's often a year at best, after you've written the piece, before it comes out. In fact, you're probably lucky, if what you write one October is out in a magazine, available to even a small audience, by the next October.
Interviewer: Yes.
Justice: So, in a sense, you're always writing for the future. It's just that, when you do get older, the . . . future seems nearer. (Laughter) So, ideally, I would like to write for an audience who know the same things I do, and in fact, who have shared the same experiences I've had. (Laughter) That's impossible; you can't multiply yourself . . .
Interviewer:
But there is a way, I think . . . when I think, now, of the audience for poetry-no matter how many of those people may be, actually, poets . . . I mean I do have the sense that they, the people, say, at poetry readings, I do share something with them. I don't see the fact that the biggest audience for poetry is other poets can be held against poetry in any way, or against the poet. And at readings, I feel that I am one of the best people a poet can possibly read to, because I have a chance of knowing what is going on. I myself prefer to read to audiences which number quite a few professionals, or would-be profes sionals . . . I like that best.
Interviewer: I would agree with that. Do you think the audience for poetry at readings, and also those who buy books of poetry, has changed much in the past few years?
Justice: How many are a few years?
Interviewer: I guess I mean the last twelve or fifteen years. I remember, for example, at the height of the Vietnam . . . resistance-people would participate in poetry, go to poetry readings, although they sometimes did so out of political reasons.
Justice: Yes . . .
And so there was a peculiar, although healthy, kind of patronization of poetry.
"By and large the poets who are most appreciated by good-sized audiences are those who can entertain best." Justice: Yes, there is no uniting cause at the moment; there are one or two, perhaps, in the offing, which would . . .
The nuclear . . .
Justice:
Yes, gatherings in which people would share such public feel ings and allow poetry to be a part of it. That was an interesting historical moment, and different from what went before it. I was thinking the other day that when I was in college, in the 1940s, the only poet I ever heard give a reading was Robert Frost, and very few other poets ever did or were asked to. I think maybe . . . John Gould Fletcher gave a reading or a lecture at the college I was then going to, but I didn't go. I knew his work. (Laughter) Though now I would go,if he were still alive. I'd go, partly out of curiosity. But it just wasn't done-readings I mean. They were not cultural, or social, or artistic events. Something did happen to change that. I think Dylan Thomas' readings had a lot to do with the changes, and then there was the Vietnam resistance you mentioned. That's a good term for it. That had something to do with changing things for a while. Now, what have we got? A kind of vaudeville, I think.
Interviewer: You mean in poetry readings?
Justice: Yes. By and large the poets who are most appreciated by goodsized audiences are those who can entertain best, in between the poems, as it were. I don't at all mind that as a sociological development, but it has little or no bearing on whether the poetry matters or not. Still, it has become a crucial part of most poetry readings.
There's another thing: almost everybody who does many readings must have developed two or three poems which even if they may not have been written with this in mind, can be recognized as pretty well designed "In readings you get a certain public recognition . . .and you get a little cash, too."
to get a response at poetry readings, and if your reading isn't going too well, you can always stick one of those in and pick up the tempo. There's nothing wrong with that if you regard the reading itself as entertain ment-show-biz rather than art. Which is the way I've begun to see it. In readings you get a certain public recognition, which really is your due if you're any good as a writer, and which you're not likely to get otherwise, and you get a little cash, too, n o t . . . usually enough, but some. Which is also your due if you're any good as a writer, and which you're also not likely to get any other way. So I think this society, with a curious perversi ty, has worked out a way of giving you what you merit, but for the wrong reasons. Interviewer: Yes, could be. There is also, at times, an attempt by univer sities to acquire culture, I suppose, though this must be a part of a much larger desire in American culture.
Justice: I think it is. Yes, I think that's true. Of course, poets are a very small piece of the action.
Interviewer: I used to think that maybe poetry could be compared to something like ballet, but I think ballet is probably much more popular. . .
Justice:
Oh yes, and probably deservedly so! (Laughter) It's often beauti ful to watch; it sounds good, too. Well, but... it must be obvious that more money can be spent supporting ballet than can be spent supporting poetry, easily. Therefore, it's more appealing both to government-to institutions in general-and to the wealthy.
Interviewer: Sure.
There was an old point I believe Dwight MacDonald made about the way grants were given by the Ford Foundation-it was easier for them to give away funds in large chunks than in small ones. That has something to do with the support of the arts. The way the National Endowment is working out, they may have been more efficient in doling out large chunks than small chunks. I guess there's a sort of institutional inertia.
Interviewer: I wanted to ask you one thing about working habits. Zbigniew Herbert once said that there were two kinds of poets on earth-the ox poet and the cat poet. The ox poet goes out every morning and works hard, from one end of the field to the other, and at the end of the day he has so much land that he's taken back from dissolution. The cat poet, on the other hand, doesn't do much of that at all, in fact he sleeps most of the day, and only hunts when he's hungry. But when he does hunt, he hunts very well. I was wondering where you might place yourself.
Justice: (Laughter) Well, that's very funny. Which was Herbert? He was a cat poet?
Interviewer: He was a cat poet.
"There was only period in my life when I was determined to write something every day."
Justice: Yes, it sounds as though the person offering those descriptions favors the cats of the world. Which I would, too, I mean . . . if I had to be either an ox or a cat, in that sense, then I'm certainly a cat. But I'm the kind of cat who envies the oxen.
Interviewer: I do, too, but why?
Justice: Unfortunately, there was only one period in my life when I was determined to write something every day, and I really enjoyed doing that. It lasted about three months, and I wrote some things that, at the time, I liked very much. And then I had to do a poetry reading, and did it, and read what I'd been writing, and somehow I couldn't get back . . . I'd stayed up too late that night, or something. I broke my habit pattern; I never have been able to get back into it, and I still look back on that period as being sort of three-month's Eden. And that's one of the reasons: because I had the experience of being an ox, very briefly. B u t. . . I can't do it.
Interviewer: Do a lot of the things you wrote during those months . . . do they survive?
Justice: Well, I thought. . . I wrote two parts of a long poem . . . and I think they're still good. I was going to put them into this book, Selected Poems . . . Nobody else liked them, so I left them out. (Laughter) I had decided that, if the friends I showed them to thought they really didn't stand up, I was out-voted.
Interviewer: Yes, well . . . could be. But how did you go about putting that book together?
Justice: Well, I read through everything that I had published, and those poems I'd always wanted to change, I tried to change. I also knew in advance a good number of poems that I was going to be very happy to leave out, without making any effort to change. So I went through my first book and left out everything I was certain should be left out and . . . those things I was in doubt about I tried to make better-testing them in that way, you know. And then went through the second book, and the third book, and all the poems since . . . and going back through old things, I began to find a few poems that had been lost, so to speak, or put aside, and I tried to rescue some of those. Those that I could read over and over again without feeling embarrassed about, I put into the first version of the manuscript, and a few people saw it, Henri Coulette and Mark Strand and Harry Ford at Atheneum-and when things survived my looking them over, and their looking them over, and a few months of just sitting around, then I put everything that was left together, in a sort of chronological order. I went through everything I'd ever done of which I still had a copy.
Interviewer: One thing I wanted to ask you about, and that's the matter, the whole question of revision. To explain the question: when I began writing, it seemed much easier to write complete, whole poems at more or less one sitting. And over the years it's become increasingly difficult to do that. I don't know. I think it has to do with the way the poems have changed, and have placed other, maybe more difficult demands on what I'm doing. But nevertheless, I think I find that I generally get a first draft, and then I work on it for about two weeks, rarely less. And of course sometimes I'll look at it, even months later, and say: "Well, no, it's not right." Is revising something you think people learn how to do, or do certain poems close themselves off to you forever?
Justice: Both things are probably true, and there are probably three or four other things that are true as well. One of the reasons poems seem easier to write when you're starting out is that you don't know enough to see how hard they are, and you may find one way of doing things at the start that you can manage, and so you do it. You don't even realize that you could be doing it a little differently. But later the pressure of trying to do things differently enters into the composition, and especially into the revision. In one sense, then, the more you know the harder it is. On the other hand, I think there's a compensation: the more you know, the more chances you have of getting it right.
Donald Justice

Interviewer: Yes.
Justice: And I think that matters-to try to get it right. I have not very often had the experience of getting a first draft right in one sitting. It must show in my writing, to some degree, anyhow. What happens to me in the first sitting is that I become able to think of what is going to happen. It's like a mental first draft, or a spiritual first draft. (Laughter) But the links, the phrasings . . .
Interviewer:
Oh, that's all I mean, only the broadest outline . . . some times only a wishful outline.
Justice: But I like getting as much as I can the first time. Then the revising is a lot easier. I went back to poems I had written, oh, twenty-five or more years ago and tried to improve them, and one of the things I found was that sometimes-I don't mean to dramatize this but sometimes the text as it already existed really did resist any sort of tampering. Like . . . I would change a phrase, or change the rhythm, and for intelligent and sensitive reasons, and with a certain skill, and yet it wouldn't seem right. Now that was probably because I'd got used to the text as it had existed for years, but I think there was more to it than that, also. At least when that "I could believe that the standing version had some validity because I could no longer budge it." happened, when I'd given it my best try, I would give up tampering with it. Maybe I still didn't like what I'd originally said, but I could believe that the standing version had some validity because I could no longer budge it. And this happened more often than I would have expected it to.
Interviewer: I would imagine that it would, in your work.
Justice: Certainly in a way I was pleased to discover that. On the other hand, I must say I was still disappointed that I hadn't been able to . . . well, there was some idea of perfection that I had in mind which I wasn't able to live up to. For years I'd been looking forward to the moment when I could change something-this or that detail-and make it better, make it right. I was unable to do that, in many cases. Here and there I think I did come close, and that was enough, I suppose. I think most people who read the book will hardly notice the changes. But I did and do; and as I say, I write, first of all, for myself.
Interviewer: Sure, yes. One other question: the region you come from, Florida, and I guess the South generally, seems to occur in your work, or inhabit your work, but not necessarily with any regularity or consistency. For example, it seems to be a part of The Summer Anniversaries, and then seems to some extent to move out of the way in Night Light, and then it comes back again, more localized and particularized, in, say, the Vallejo poem in Departures, and in the poem "A Childhood."
Justice: It's just the way things worked out, you know.
Interviewer: There's no sort of conscious push toward . . .
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T h e M i s s o u r i R e v ie w • 65 "At a certain point childhood seems mythical once more. It did to start with, and it does suddenly again."
Justice:
No. In the poems I have been thinking of and writing the last few years, I have grown aware that that was a subject somehow available to me all over again. The perspective of time and distance alters substance somewhat, and so it is possible to think freshly of things that were once familiar and ordinary as if they had become strange again. I don't know whether this is true of everybody's experience, but at a certain point childhood seems mythical once more. It did to start with, and it does suddenly again.
Interviewer: In that poem, "Childhood," you mention Crane, Alberti, Rimbaud, and Wordsworth-and all of them I can see sort of helping in the poem. And that's been, in a way, my idea of what influences ought to be, and I can feel them helping you write that poem-which seems to be totally« Donald Justice poem by Donald Justice.
Justice: O .K ., good.
Interviewer: I also like the marginalia.
Justice: Thanks. The desire to try it had been with me a long time. Crane in The Bridge is one of the models, and of course Coleridge, and there are others. The poem began out of Alberti, out of Alberti's poems from the 1920's. Then quite early it became . . . less indebted to Alberti. There are passages in Crane . . . passages in which suddenly he thinks of some thing that happened to him in his childhood that he, as it were, cannot forgive. Suddenly his mother smiles at him, and he simply cannot forgive her for having smiled only that once, if I remember it right. It's in the middle of something else, but suddenly his childhood is illuminated, even though it's not at the moment his main su b ject. . . and of course Rimbaud is marvelous about his childhood, in "Les Poetes des le sept le ans" most particularly, as far as I'm concerned. And in The Prelude, Wordsworth has those wonderful recollections of transformation and transendence coming from what would seem like ordinary, or almost ordinary, experiences of childhood and adolescence, in which he is moved, and the world is moved with him. Alberti is less well known in this country, despite Mark [Strand's] efforts, and yet some of the poems of the 1920's and on into the 1930's in which he remembers his childhood seem to me to be marvelous in much the same way. It is as if a new, visionary, Wordsworthian gleam falls upon the ordinary, and transforms it. And I would like to have illuminated the fragmented recollections of my own childhood in a similar way-at least that was the impulse, the desire. For the time being, I think of 'it' as my favorite among my own poems. I know only three or four other people who can still remember the Miami of the thirties as it comes through in that poem-but I would like to think that it is there, in the poem, to be remembered by anybody who would like to keep it, if only, so to speak, second-hand.
